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One might have expected coming-of-age rituals such as the female initiation 
ceremonies in northern Mozambique to have disappeared as a consequence of increas-
ing commodification of agricultural production1, expanding electrification of rural 
towns and villages, general proliferation of mobile phones and other indications of 
economic changes and modernizing lifestyles. Such is, however, not the case. To a 
certain extent what has happened is the opposite: Initiation rituals, male and female, 
are practiced today with more vigor and zeal than 20-30 years ago. Frelimo –Frente 
de Libertação de Moçambique– who in 1975 took over state power in Mozambique after 
a successful war of liberation against Portuguese colonial rule, was squarely against 
‘traditional customs’ like initiation rituals, which they found deeply backward and 
woman-oppressive.2 During the 1970s and the first half of the 1980s Frelimo and 
the OMM (the National Women’s Organization, Organização da Mulher Mocambicana) 
campaigned consistently against initiation rituals and other customs and practices, 
such as lobolo (bride price) and polygamy. At the end of every political meeting 
people would shout, waving their clenched fists towards the ground: “Abaixo ritos de 
iniciaçao”, “Abaixo lobolo” (down with initiation rituals, down with lobolo). During 
1  The World Bank Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) was introduced in Mozambique in the late 
1980s. In Portuguese SAP is PRE (Programa de Estruturacão Económica)
2  See the speech given by President Samora Machel at the opening of the second confer-
ence of the OMM (Organizacão da Mulher Mocambicana) in 1976, and the report of the OMM 
national board (Comissão Coordenadora Nacional da OMM) at the same conference.
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these years initiation rituals were less frequently practiced, and if at all practiced they 
took place in secret – which to some extent was a violation of the very idea of these 
coming-of-age rituals. The initiation rituals are social celebrations, and part of the 
point of the celebration is the announcement to the world that NN’s son/daughter 
has now been through the initiation rituals and thus counts as a grown up man or 
woman. As said by a Cabo Delgado3 woman, whom I interviewed during ‘prohibition 
times’, in 1982: “In the old days, when I was a child, we had ceremonies, we were 
dancing and beating the drums. The whole population would know that the daugh-
ter of so-and-so is in the initiation rituals, that she is now a woman. I have eleven 
daughters, but nobody knows about it, because I didn’t send them to the initiation 
rites. Now I don’t feel like arranging marriages for my daughters, since they haven’t 
been through the initiation rituals.”
The introduction in Mozambique of Structural Adjustment in the late 1980s 
indicated a political turn on the part of Frelimo (which was, and is, still the ruling 
party). The strict socialist ideology was given up, and the ‘abaixo’ politics were loos-
ened. So-called traditional authority –which during the socialist ideology period 
had been frowned upon by Frelimo– was legalized in 2000, and people were left to 
do more or less as they pleased regarding customs and traditions. During the first 
half of the 1990s, when the civil war had come to an end4, celebration of male and 
female initiation rituals was taken up again in rural Mozambique, particularly in the 
northern provinces. Even before Frelimo initiation rituals had been stronger here, 
compared to the south of the country (Arnfred 1990), now they re-surfaced. When in 
the late 1990s/early 2000s I undertook fieldwork in Ribáuè district, Nampula prov-
ince5, female initiation rituals were celebrated all over the place during the dry season 
(roughly from November through February), often 2-3 or more celebrations every 
weekend in the vicinity of Ribáuè town, where I was living.
3  Cabo Delgado is the northernmost province of Mozambique, bordering to Tanzania.
4  The civil war between Frelimo and Renamo (Resistencia Nacional de Moçambique) started in the early 1980s. 
It was formally ended 1992, but it took some years before –after close to three decades of almost continued war (first 
the liberation war against the Portuguese, and soon after the civil war)– people could really trust peace to be genuine 
and real.
5  Nampula is another northern province, immediately south of Cabo Delgado. This was my second fieldwork 
period, the first period being the early 1980s, when I was working in the national office of the OMM.
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In the following I’ll be concerned only with female initiation rituals. Male initia-
tion rituals are also celebrated in northern Mozambique, but less frequently than the 
female ones. In the old days this had been different, but at the time of my fieldwork 
many people seemed to think that initiation rituals for boys were not that important. 
Initiation rituals for girls were another matter. I did not get any good explanations 
for why this was so. My own guess is that while modernizing life is offering men 
new possibilities for reinforcing their status and self-respect as men, this has not 
to the same extent been the case for women. Most of the changes brought about 
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by modernizing life in rural Mozambique are favoring male power, and disfavor-
ing women (Arnfred 1988a, 1990). In my interpretation female initiation rituals in 
northern Mozambique are valued and maintained as a means of reinforcing women’s 
collective identity as women, vis a vis men.
In previous papers, based on fieldwork from the 1980s, my approach to analysis 
of the rituals has taken a point of departure in male/female gender power relations. 
In this paper I’ll approach the analysis of female initiation rituals from a different 
angle. I’ll investigate the ritual proceedings from a point of view of feminist theoriz-
ing regarding gendered bodies. Initiation rituals deal with preparation of bodies as 
well as of minds. They are full of instructions regarding dos and don’ts, for hours the 
initiates sit listening to chanted advice and instructions, impossible to remember 
and understand after just one session. An important aspect of the rituals is repetition; 
once a young woman has herself been initiated, she’ll participate again and again in 
initiation rituals of friends and relatives. The female initiation rituals are festive occa-
sions for all initiated women of the community. This also means that under normal 
conditions any woman will have many times the possibility of listening to these 
complicated series of advice and instructions. However, for the purpose of this paper 
I’ll focus on bodies.
This focus is inspired by strands of feminist theory, which have put an empha-
sis on de-naturalizing bodies and on claiming that gendered bodies are not given 
by nature, that there is no such thing as a ‘natural’ body, and that both ‘biological 
sex’ and ‘social gender’ are socially produced. Male/female is not something you are 
but something you do and confirm by repeated re-enactments. In my view female 
initiation rituals make a very good case for this type of analysis. In the following 
I’ll first briefly introduce the strands of feminist thinking relevant in this context: 
Post-structuralist feminist thinking as developed particularly by Judith Butler, and 
post-colonial feminist critique, where I’ll use the work of Oyèrónké Oyèwùmí (1997, 
2000, 2002). Having paved the way for an approach to thinking about bodies, which 
takes circumstances and social relations into account, I’ll present what I consider in 
this context relevant aspects of the ritual sequence of female initiation rituals as I 
have seen them practiced in northern Mozambique. In the subsequent analysis I’ll 
draw on these rather general conceptualizations, also introducing some more specific 
categories regarding bodily disciplinary practices, as developed by Sandra Lee Bartky 
by inspiration from Michel Foucault. Finally I’ll wind up in a general summary and 
conclusion regarding what a theoretical focus on bodies may tell us about female 
initiation rituals in northern Mozambique.
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Feminist thinking beyond the sex/gender distinction.
The analytical distinction between ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ –theoretically very productive 
in the early years of Second Wave feminist theorizing– has by now been thoroughly 
debunked. The sex/gender distinction –inspired by Claude Levi-Strauss and based on 
the same kind of nature/culture dichotomy which he takes for granted (Rubin 1975)– 
was a useful tool in arguments against “biology is destiny” lines of thinking, which 
explained women’s position in society in terms of their bodies. The sex/gender thinking, 
by inserting a separation between biological ‘sex’ and socio-cultural ‘gender’, located the 
dynamics of male dominance/female subordination in the socio-cultural realm, and thus 
as a historically produced fact, open to change through political struggle. But the sex/
gender line of thinking also had limitations, such as taking a male/female binary and 
heterosexuality for granted. In her seminal book Gender Trouble (1990) Judith Butler 
argues against the nature/culture dichotomy as well as against sex/gender lines of think-
ing. There is no ‘natural’ sex, she says, on which socio-cultural ‘gender’ is inscribed; 
‘biology’ and ‘sex’ itself are social constructions, and the distinction between ‘sex’ and 
‘gender’ turns out to be no distinction at all (Butler 1990: 11). In Butler’s optic it is the 
(in Western cultures) socio-culturally established ‘heterosexual matrix’, which produces 
‘men’ and ‘women’ in pre-supposed relationships of domination/subordination. Much 
Second Wave feminism has been thinking along such lines, but this is, according to 
Butler, “a colonizing epistemological strategy”, extending Western conditions of male 
domination/female subordination to the rest of the world, or, more precisely, mis-inter-
preting different configurations of power hierarchies as patriarchal domination (Butler 
1990: 46). This hint is later taken up by Oyèrónké Oyèwùmí, as we shall see below.
Judith Butler suggests very different ways of thinking about gender and about 
gendered bodies. Gender is not the expression of as ‘essence’ (as in sex/gender, nature/
culture lines of thinking); it is rather the other way round: “the various acts of gender 
create the idea of gender, and without those acts there would be no gender at all” (1990: 
178; emphasis added, SA). Gender should not be seen as a stable identity, or a locus of 
agency from which acts follow; rather “gender is […] instituted in an exterior space 
through a stylized repetition of acts” (1990: 179). Following this thinking gender 
is produced through repeated bodily acts. “As in other ritual social dramas” Butler 
writes, “the action of gender requires a performance that is repeated. This repetition 
is at once a re-enactment and a re-experiencing of a set of meanings already socially 
established” (1990: 178). Repeated performance of stylized acts create the idea and the 
social reality of gender. Brought to bear on initiation rituals as the ones in northern 
Mozambique, this line of thinking suggests that rituals such as these are constitutive 
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not just of womanhood as a collective, shared identity (Arnfred 1988) but constitutive 
of womanhood and gender as such; it suggests that these rituals are constitutive, in the 
local context, of what is a woman.
As a queer theorist Butler is at odds with mainstream feminist thinking, which, 
according to her, is based on implicit acceptance of ‘the heterosexual matrix’ and “regu-
lation of sexuality within the obligatory frame of reproductive heterosexuality” (1990: 
173). Nigerian sociologist Oyèrónké Oyèwùmí produces another line of critique of 
mainstream feminist thinking, focused in her case on the concept of ‘woman’ and 
on the implicit, taken-for-granted notions in Western feminism of male dominance/
female subordination. Unlike Butler, Oyèwùmí doesn’t anchor her critique in notions 
of compulsory heterosexuality (actually Oyèwùmí hardly deals with sexuality at all); 
she is critical of fixed male/female binaries, but from a different vantage point, and 
in her analysis of gender power relations, she focuses on implications of motherhood 
(an aspect of gender on which Butler is silent). From each of their different positions 
Butler and Oyèwùmí raise critique of mainstream feminist lines of thinking; as a queer 
theorist Butler finds herself mis-represented in mainstream feminism, and similarly 
Oyèwùmí finds Western feminist concepts inadequate for understanding social rela-
tions in Nigeria. To Oyèwùmí a fixed male/female opposition doesn’t make sense; the 
idea of a ‘woman’ which in mainstream Western feminism is conditioned by its a priori 
relation of subordination to a ‘man’, doesn’t fit Nigerian experience. “The fundamental 
category ‘woman’” she says, “simply did not exist in Yorubaland prior to its sustained 
contact with the West” (1997: ix). By this she doesn’t mean to say that ‘males‘ or 
‘females’ or ‘masculinity’/‘femininity’ did not exist, but rather that the meanings that 
these terms have gained in Western contexts don’t fit the pre-colonial Yoruba situ-
ation. Butler and Oyèwùmí agree to the fact that the commonsense Western male/
female opposition, which is based on interpretations of bodies as either male or female, 
works as a mental block to further insight.
Seniority, age and contingent bodies
In Yoruba contexts gender is not an a priori indicator of social hierarchy, Oyèwùmí 
says. Sometimes social hierarchies work along gender lines, often they don’t. A more 
frequent indication of social hierarchy in Africa (according to Oyèwùmí) is seniority. 
Male/female in commonsense Western understandings is based on bodies: male bodies, 
female bodies. However, from a Yoruba stance, “the body appears to have an exagger-
ated presence in Western thought and social practice, including feminist theories. In 
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the Yoruba world […] the ‘physicality’ of maleness or femaleness did not have social 
antecedents and therefore did not constitute social categories. Social hierarchy was 
determined by social relations” (Oyèwùmí 1997: 13). Oyèwùmí critizises mainstream 
feminist assumptions of a priori gender hierarchies (male dominance/female subordi-
nation) for being essentialist and misleading, a critique which is parallel to Butler’s 
critique of mainstream feminism as “a colonizing epistemological strategy”. Unlike 
sex/gender, which is rooted in bodies, seniority is per se a social relation: older than, 
younger than. Seniority is always contextual; it is not based on chronological age6. 
For instance in a polygamous relationship, the ‘older’ wife is the one which was first 
married to the husband, even if in years she might be younger than the second wife.
Caroline Bledsoe’s concept of contingency captures this contextuality in a beautiful 
way, and also carries it further into thinking about bodies in different ways. Bledsoe 
talks of two visions of time and the body (Bledsoe 2002: 16): the usual chronologi-
cal one (as years go by you grow older), and the other one, the logic of contingency, 
which means that age depends on context and social relations. She discusses how age 
is not simply chronological (as demographers would like to think), and how social 
action produces age. Bledsoe writes about fertility and aging, and through her concept 
of contingency she turns Western commonsense notions of the relation between the 
two upside down. In Western thinking one is likely to presume that childbearing 
stops because the woman grows too old; in rural Gambia women see things the other 
way round: many childbirths produce bodily ageing, a process that in turn precludes 
further reproduction (Bledsoe 2002: 25). “Becoming pregnant, bringing the preg-
nancy to term, and giving birth to a healthy baby (not to mention doing so multiple 
times) –and undergoing a process of contingent aging– all these are not simply biolog-
ical processes that occur within a given window of time. They are products of action in 
a precarious social and physical world” (Bledsoe 2002: 25; emphasis added, SA). Thus 
acts produce not only gender (Butler) but also age (Bledsoe).
To support her argument that events other than chronological age produce age in 
Africa, Bledsoe reminds us that “chronological age draws virtually no interest through-
out rural sub-Saharan Africa, a fact to which generations of frustrated census takers 
and surveyors can attest” (2002: 10). This is also true in Mozambique. In order to tell 
about age counted in years you rely on the language of the state; when in my early 
interviews I asked this –in a Western context innocent– question: “What is your age?”, 
people would show me their identity cards, produced by census-takers.
6  In my view it is too narrow to say, as Oyèwùmí actually does, that seniority is based on chronological age, 
even if, of course, there is often correspondence. Such as, for instance, among siblings.
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Bodies are produced by willful social action, in terms of their gender, and in terms 
of their age. This is what the female initiation rituals are all about. You are not just 
born a woman, you do not just grow into adulthood. Through the chain of ceremo-
nies described below, the young girls, previously seen as children, are produced as 
adult members of the community (the dimension of ‘age’), and they are produced as 
marriageable women (the dimension of gender).
Female initiation rituals in northern Mozambique.
Female initiation rituals, as practiced in northern Mozambique, are in themselves 
multiple events, comprising a string of sessions, performances, happenings etc. They 
vary from one place to another, each particular namalaka (conselheira in Portuguese; the 
one who directs and monitors the ritual sequence) having her own style. Furthermore, 
the rituals have been changing over time. In pre-war, pre-Independence days, they had 
a longer duration, the seclusion period could last for months. When during the first 
Frelimo period –‘the time of Samora’ as this period is now often called, named after 
Mozambique’s first president Samora Machel, who died 1986– the initiation rituals 
were campaigned against by the Party and by the OMM, they weaned/went under-
ground. Now, when they have re-emerged they are generally condensed to take place 
during a weekend only, from Friday to Sunday. The seclusion period has been cut out. 
This edition of ‘initiation rituals light’ is more easily accommodated with schoolwork, 
or whatever else is occupying young women.
In the details the sequence of female initiation rituals may vary quite a lot, even 
within a small geographical area, depending on the particular namalaka. But in the 
broader picture all ritual sequences share some basic elements. The first important 
event or process to be mentioned is actually not part of the initiation rituals as such; it 
is/was supposed to have taken place for a period of some years before initiation. When 
time for the rituals arrives, the result of this process is/was checked by the namalaka. I 
am talking about the work young girls are/were supposed to engage in, pulling their 
labia minora in order to produce the elongated labia (ithuna). When during my second 
fieldwork period in the late 1990s/early 2000s I discussed this with rural women my 
own age (+/-) it was clear that elongation with subsequent check was for them a shared 
experience. It is however my impression that this particular aspect of the female bodily 
preparation for adulthood is no longer as widespread as it used to be. During the vari-
ous ceremonies of female initiation in which I participated (as an observer) check of 
ithuna was absent.
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Previously, however, the vaginal lip-elongation preceded the rituals proper. The 
girls were instructed regarding this pulling of vaginal lips years before they reached 
puberty and the age for initiation. They would be instructed by an older female rela-
tive –never the mother– regarding how to prepare a special pomade, made from the 
oily seed of a particular bush plant (npichi). The container, in which this pomade was 
kept, was considered a very secret and female item, a kind of extension of the person-
ality of this particular woman. The girls were instructed how, with two fingers on 
each hand and by applying this pomade, gently to pull the small lips of the vagina, 
in order to make them longer. Something like the length of a finger was the desired 
result. When in the early 1980s I worked in the national office of the OMM, prepar-
ing (on behalf of Frelimo and the OMM) nation-wide popular discussions about what 
in the political language of the time was called ‘Women’s Social Problems’, female 
initiation rituals being one, this practice of elongation was much debated in countless 
public meetings throughout Mozambique. Generally the practice was highly praised 
by women as well as by men, as a contributing factor to a pleasurable sexual life. The 
extended vaginal lips would prolong the sexual foreplay, the women explained, they 
were a pleasure for men as well as for women. “You have the kissing” one woman told 
me, “we have the ithuna”.
At the time when initiation rituals included a period of seclusion, this would 
typically start at or around the time of the first menstruation. There are stories about 
how expert women could detect when the first menstruation was about to occur, thus 
taking their precautions in advance of the actual event. Anyhow, at the time of the 
first menstruation (wula) the mother of the girl in question will call old expert women 
for giving initial instructions to the girl. These instructions will often be given in a 
scary atmosphere, the menstruating girl is seeing and feeling the blood, but she doesn’t 
know what is happening to her. I was once present at such an event; the poor girl cried 
all the time, the old women abusing her for being so timid. A quote from a 1982 
interview with a Cabo Delgado woman conveys some of the atmosphere: “I entered 
the rituals when I had my first menstruation. My mother arranged persons to teach me 
that I could not show it to children, or to men. I was told that a girl when menstruat-
ing had to take care not to sit on all layers of her capulana7 when seated. This was in 
order to make sure that bloodstains should not be seen on her skirt. A woman who is 
menstruating should not go close to other people, she must keep apart.” Generally also 
a menstruating woman cannot cook for others, and she cannot have sex, these being 
some of the more important among a number of complicated rules and prohibitions, 
7  A capulana is a length of cotton cloth, often brightly coloured and used as a skirt.
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which must be observed by menstruating women. The reason for seclusion to start at 
the time of menstruation was (of course) control of reproduction. In parts of northern 
Mozambique rules for sexual play between children were quite permissive; however, 
once a girl starts menstruating, strict control applies. Not in order to censor sex, but in 
order to make sure that reproduction takes place under controlled and institutionalized 
conditions, ie: after marriage. If at the point of entering initiation a girl would already 
have a fiancée, he would also receive instructions (photo no 1).
Throughout the seclusion period the young initiates (amwali) would stay in a 
specially built hut in the bush, the length of the period depending on the time of year 
and the wealth of the parents. This location would also serve as a meeting place for 
the adult women of the area, for fun and games. Regarding this phase of the rituals, 
Portuguese anthropologists Jorge and Margot Dias, who worked in Cabo Delgado in the 
final years of Portuguese colonial rule, provide the following description: “The young 
girls, candidates for initiation, have to sit on the floor in the lipaanda (the ceremonial 
hut) with their heads bent down and downcast eyes, one next to the other. They do not 
speak, just listen. The married women of the village come and go with their babies tied 
to their backs. They speak loudly and lively. Their behavior is clearly different from the 
kind of behavior they maintain in front of men. Evidently they feel free, being among 
themselves, and there is no lack of juicy jokes that make everybody laugh. Just not the 
young girls. As a contrast to the merry women, the young candidates for initiation stay 
very serious, with downcast eyes, as if nothing went on around them. During long hours 
we never saw them fall out of this role” (Dias & Dias 1970: 219-220).
In present-day rituals the unrestrained party atmosphere described by Dias & 
Dias apply to parts of the three-day event, which is now the whole ritual sequence, 
more or less matching what was previously the coming-out ceremony (wineliwa 
emwali). This ceremony was/is a dense sequence of sessions and events, during which 
the young initiates are told and shown how to behave as adult women, including 
how to show respect to older people. They are exposed to long sequences of chanted 
instructions (ikano) given by the namalaka in a singing tone of voice while her helpers 
beat the rhythm pertaining to this particular ikano (photo no 2). Parts of the instruc-
tions are given verbally, other parts are acted out by the namalaka and her helpers in 
a kind of instructive theatre, in which also the initiates take part. Usually a group of 
young girls will go through the ceremonies together, building close relations to each 
other based on this shared experience. Photo no 3 shows a session where the initiates, 
sitting motionless, heads bent down and downcast eyes, legs stretched out, listening 
to the namalaka’s instructions, in this case about the medical uses of different plants 
from the bush.
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Photo no 1: Fiancée receives instructions
If at the point of entering the initiation rituals a girl has already 
got a fiancée, he will also receive instructions from the namalaka. 
Like the girls he receives instructions in a humble position.
A key point in the ceremonies on the last day are the instructions about how to 
conduct sex in marriage, how to move during intercourse with the husband, how to 
wipe and clean his penis after sex, and also about what to expect from the husband 
afterwards (for example a gift, or money). The namalaka is under her capulana equipped 
with a clay penis, which she has tied round her waist in a string, and using this penis 
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she plays the male part during the instructions, first performing ‘coitus’ with one of 
her helpers, then with the initiates one by one. This is a practical instruction regard-
ing sequences and movements. Photo no 4 shows the namalaka with the clay penis, 
demonstrating with one of her helpers how the wife should clean the husband’s penis 
after sex.
The kinship structure of the people of Northern Mozambique is matrilineal: The 
women remain with their own family at marriage, and children belong to the mother’s 
lineage. Marriage thus is no big deal, and fatherhood has no great importance. The 
maternal uncle (mother’s brother) will be the man responsible for/with authority 
over his sister’s children. In Emakhuwa –the language spoken in large parts of north-
ern Mozambique– the person who in the West would be called the ‘father’ shares 
his denomination with other male strangers married into the lineage. Women are– 
through the initiation rituals and beyond –educated in the arts of lovemaking; they 
must rely on their capacity as seducers, since they need the men for getting pregnant, 
thus being able to give continuity to their lineage.
Photo no 2: Drum and rattles keep the rhythm
The namalaka’s helpers beat the rhythm while the namalaka herself chants the ikano 
(instructions); one beats a drum, the others shake their rattles.
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Making sense of the rituals; initial analysis.
In the early 1980s the initiation rituals were supposed to have been eradicated, and 
traveling at that point as an employee of the OMM, there was a limit to what rural women 
would show me. However, when in the late 1990s/early 2000s I returned as an individual 
researcher, the times as well as my position having changed, I had the chance to be present 
during the celebration of several of these ceremonies. A very strong impression was the 
division in demeanor and style of behavior already mentioned between on the one hand 
the young, scared girls with downcast eyes, and on the other hand the rowdy, uproarious 
women. But there are also exercises, tests and trials, in which the young initiates have to 
take part, such as sessions of dance competition, testing the girls’ agility of hip-undulation 
and other similar movements. To a certain extent the rituals were like a piece of participa-
tory theatre, going on non-stop for almost 48 hours, starting Friday noon and finishing 
Sunday morning. No sleeping; the ceremonies continue all way through the night.
On the surface of things it is obvious that the rituals are about the creation of women. 
Simone de Beauvoir’s famous dictum: One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman8 (de 
Beauvoir [1949]1997: 295) – is particularly true in the context of female initiation. The 
anamalaka (the older, professional women in charge) are creators of women: From the 
raw material of the pubescent girls entering the rituals, the amwali, they create young 
women ready for marriage. The western common sense notion that a girl child turns into 
a woman mainly as a consequence of physical and biological changes taking place in her 
body at a certain age does not hold true; here adult women are created by the anamalaka 
through trials and tests, dances, performances and the passing-on of secret knowledge. 
Centrally positioned in this creation of adultness is the importance of respectful behavior 
towards elders and other adults; respectful behavior also dignifies yourself. Through male 
and female initiation rituals dignified respectful men and women are created; and accord-
ingly, not having been through the rituals you cannot be considered a person, you do not 
count. Here Bledsoe’s concept of contingent bodies applies: age and position depend on 
context and social action, not on the number of years. In one of the ritual sessions, where 
I participated, one of the initiates was actually a middle-aged woman. Having been of 
pubescent age during ‘prohibition time’, however, she never had been through the ritu-
als, and thus she was/had been excluded from participation in the repeated reproductions 
of womanhood on community level. This lack had by now become unbearable, and she 
had opted for going through the rituals in spite of her advanced (biological) age.
8  That Simone de Beauvoir did not in her own work follow this insight is another issue. The Second Sex is 
full of passages lamenting the ways on which women are chained to their difficult, leaking, reproducing bodies, see 
Arnfred 2002.
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Photo no 3: Amwali receive instructions
The amwali (girls being initiated) listen, heads bent down, with downcast eyes, to 
the namalaka’s instructions, here regarding medical uses of different 
wild plants. Drum and rattles in the foreground of the picture.
The case of this woman also points to the importance of being aware of what one 
might call the double aspect of the initiation rituals (Arnfred 1988b). The fact that the 
importance of the rituals is not only for the initiates, but also very much for the female 
community as such, that is for all the women participating. This double aspect is 
crucial. The same occasion, which for the initiates is a frightening and harrowing event 
focused on the serious business of introduction to adulthood, for the older women is an 
opportunity for unending childishness and for types of exalted unrestrained uproarious 
behavior, which under normal conditions they would never allow themselves.
The division between amwali and already initiated older women carries meaning in 
many different ways. There is the aspect of different bodily styles or demeanor, which 
also reflect a relation of domination. The older women are in charge, and they are free 
to use the occasion for harassing and castigating the young. The amwali can only suffer 
and endure, talking back is unthinkable. There is also the aspect of repetition. I was 
first taken aback by the density and speed of the chanted instructions of the ikano. 
Until I remembered that individual women participate many times. The different 
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bodily styles have also another implication, beyond the power relation. The behavior of 
the older women breaks clearly with female bodily styles in normal Makhuwa9 life. The 
rituals create a space and a time where other rules apply. Similarly with the spoken/
chanted ikano. Here the namalaka often usees particular words which belong only here 
in the space and time of the rituals. To use such words in different settings, in other 
spaces and at other times, would be a shocking transgression, an obscenity. By sharing 
secrets –a particular language and particular behavior– the women create a bond and 
a community. Being part of this knowledge and this behavior is part of womanhood, 
Makhuwa style. Thus the initiation rituals are about creation of gender, not just in 
terms of the nondescript initiates being produced as women, but in a wider sense also 
in terms of Makhuwa womanhood being produced on these occasions.
Photo no 4: How to clean husband’s penis after sex
A key point of the girls’ initiation rituals is the demonstration regarding how to conduct 
sex in marriage, including how to move during intercourse, and how 
to clean the husband’s penis after sex. The photo shows the namalaka 
equipped with a clay penis for the purpose of these instructions.
9  Large parts of northern Mozambique –Nampula province as well as parts of Cabo Delgado and Zambezia 
province –are inhabited by Emakhuwa speaking Makhuwa people. Makhuwa kinship systems are matrilineal.
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On bodies, performativity and disciplinary practices.
The Butlerian notion of performativity works well as an analytical approach to 
initiation rituals. It overlaps partly with the notion of the rituals as ‘participatory 
theater’, a notion which came to my mind in the field Ribáuè, without thinking of 
Judith Butler. The description as ‘participatory theater’ refers to the many ‘pieces of 
enactments’ of which the rituals are composed. For instance the competitive dancing 
sessions mentioned above, the lessons regarding medical plants, other lessons regard-
ing how to show respect to older people, the lesson regarding sex-in-marriage and 
how to clean the penis, as well as other more weird pieces like ‘the hunting of the 
onhipi’ which consists in one of the namalaka’s helpers being disguised as roaring wild 
animal, frightening the initiates (this goes on at night), or ‘the search of the nshilei-
yamwali’, which is about a particular plant, which may have a single or several roots. 
Each initiate must select a growing plant, the number of roots showing if the girl is 
single (one root), has a lover (two roots) or multiple lovers, which is considered no 
good, and about which she’ll be forced to confess.
The basic modus of all performance is, however, the timid, controlled, fright-
ened demeanor of the initiates: downcast eyes, no talking, no overt signs of pain or 
pleasure being allowed, in stark contrast to the unbridled, sexually daring behavior of 
the participating crowd of community women. On certain occasions the behavior of 
the community women was extremely sexual (seen with Western eyes) –sexual ways 
of playing between women, of which I know no counterpart in Western Christian 
culture. The whole thing looked to me like enactment of gender in two extremes: on 
the one hand bodies which are very controlled and subdued; on the other hand bodies 
let loose in forms of behavior, far beyond decent femininity gender-mixed public life.
In order to be able to go more into detail with the different kinds of bodily 
disciplinary practices and techniques at play during initiation, I have taken a point 
of departure in Sandra Lee Bartky’s categories as developed in her paper “Foucault, 
Femininity and the Modernization of Patriarchal Power” ([1988]1998). Bartky critiz-
ises Michel Foucault for not being aware of gender distinctions in his analysis of the 
ways in which modernity through a variety of institutional disciplinary techniques 
produce the ‘docile bodies’ which fit smoothly into the given society. “Where is the 
account of the disciplinary practices that engender the ‘docile bodies’ of women?” she 
asks (1998: 27) proceeding to distinguish three categories of disciplinary practices 
which produce feminine bodies (in Western contexts): a) a body of a certain size and 
general configuration (including dieting practices), b) a specific repertoire of gestures, 
postures and movements (such as ways of sitting, walking, getting in and out of cars), 
Feminism and gendered bodies: On female initiation rituals in Northern Mozambique 77
and c) the body on display as an ornamented surface (skincare, makeup, dress etc) 
(Bartky 1998: 27-33).
All categories would be relevant in Mozambique, but not necessarily the taken 
for granted premise for Bartky’s analysis that all of these practices have to do with 
bodies on which an inferior status has already been inscribed (1998: 33). “Woman lives her 
body as seen by another, by an anonymous patriarchal Other,” Bartky says, universal-
izing her analysis by talking about ‘woman’. It is important to note that this paper 
was written in 1985, published 1988, i.e. before Butler’s Gender Trouble, and at a 
point when postcolonial feminist analysis was less known than it is today. In Bartky’s 
exceptionally clear and inspiring analysis there is no hint that the subordinate condi-
tions of Western women are not the subordinate conditions of women everywhere. 
In fact, she even says that “the larger disciplines that construct a ‘feminine’ body out 
of a female one are by no means race- or class-specific” proceeding to give examples 
from a race- and class-divided USA. Bartky does refer, however, to sub-cultures of 
resistance, such as women in radical lesbian communities struggling to develop new 
female aesthetics (1998: 43).
The feminine disciplining practices to which Bartky refers are so pervasive in 
Western contexts that they may be hard to see. Like the air you breathe –you take 
them for granted. Much of the accomplishment of the paper is that she makes this 
invisible ‘air’ visible. Bartky sees Western femininity as constructed under a male 
gaze, where the man is the subject, woman the object, the ‘Other’ (as analyzed by 
Simone de Beauvoir [1949] 1997). She also acknowledges a certain ambiguity to 
be at play in so far as dieting, make up etc. are often keenly practiced and defended 
by women themselves, perceived as crucial parts of their respective identities, while 
at the same time they must be understood as “aspects of a far larger discipline, an 
oppressive and inegalitarian system of sexual subordination” (1998: 37). “To have 
a body felt to be feminine –a body socially constructed through the appropriate 
practices– is in most cases crucial to a woman’s sense of herself as female, and since 
persons currently can be only as male or female, to her sense of herself as an exist-
ing individual” (1998: 39). In this analysis she captures how subjection and female 
subjectivity often go hand in hand, a point later elaborated by Butler in her notion of 
‘the paradox of subjectivation’ (Butler 1997).
Beyond the general premise of male domination/female subordination, which in 
my view can not be taken for granted in the Mozambican context, particularly not 
in the matrilineal north (Arnfred 2007), Bartky’s categories make good sense when 
applied to what takes place during the female initiation rituals:
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a)  general configuration. What is the ideal shape of a woman’s body in Northern 
Mozambique?
A striking difference, compared to Western ideals, is the lack of a feminine ideal 
of slender, not to say thin, female bodies. In rural Mozambique a certain roundness is 
considered attractive; a woman should rather be round than square. The skin should 
be smooth and light. In the old days in northern Mozambique, during the long 
seclusion period the faces of young initiates would be smeared with msiro, a white 
substance made from the grounded weed of a certain tree, mixed with water. This 
in order to make them beautiful. In the old days an ideal woman’s body should also 
have the elongated labia minora. The exercise of pulling may be considered as a body-
sculpting endeavor, parallel in a way to dieting, but of course very different. The pull-
ing generally started well before puberty, initially under the instruction of an older 
female relative, after which the girls would go on by themselves, pulling more or less 
on a daily basis, generally in groups, at a secret location in the bush. Implications of 
vaginal lip pulling (which by colonial missionaries and anthropologists was consid-
ered deeply repugnant, see as an example Junod ([1912]1975)) are likely to be young 
women’s familiarity with and acceptance of their own sexual potentials and capacities. 
The elongated labia minora and the subsequent instructions during initiation rituals 
regarding how to conduct proper sex in marriage may be seen both as a particular 
aspect of body sculpting and as sexual capacity building, particularly crucial for 
women in matrilineal contexts, whose task it is, with Karla Poewe’s phrase (from her 
study of the matrilineal Luapula in neighboring Zambia) through their sexual powers 
“to engulf male strangers and convert them into kin” (Poewe 1981: 68).
b) gestures, postures, movements.
Also in Mozambique as a woman you are supposed to sit in a certain way (sitting 
on the ground, legs together, stretched out in front of you), to walk in a certain 
manner, and generally to behave in certain ways. Subdued, controlled, respectful. You 
must lower your eyes when talking to a stranger. This has to do with showing respect, 
which again indicates adulthood. Children may behave in whichever way, but adult-
hood is shown by appropriate respectful behavior. Sometimes by foreigners this kind of 
proper female behavior has been interpreted as female subordination. This is a misun-
derstanding. Rather, by being respectful to others (particularly to men and elders) a 
woman shows herself as worthy of respect. As a woman you are also expected to be 
able to dance in certain ways. A special hip-undulating dance (very popular) is trained 
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through girlhood and capacities are checked, when one gets to the initiation rituals. As 
already explained, also during the rituals young women are instructed regarding how 
to move during intercourse, and how to behave with husbands after sex.
c) the body on display / the body as an ornamented surface.
Interestingly the body as an ornamented surface is not necessarily on display. 
Female body ornaments –body tattoos and missangas (belts of glass beads around the 
waist)– tend to be hidden away beneath the clothes. Body tattoos were previously very 
popular, less so these days. But still they are carried by many middle aged women 
in Mozambique. Body tattoos –at the stomach, low at the back, at the thighs– are 
produced at various points in time, starting at initiation. They are considered very 
erotic and have important functions during erotic play. Body tattoos are rarely seen, 
they are supposed to be felt by the caressing hands of the sexual partner. Similarly the 
missangas carried around the waist; they are also not seen, but rather heard by the men 
walking by, as ever so slight a tingle, causing irresistible sexual arousal. The impor-
tance of invisible assets, things which are not to be seen, brings to mind an observa-
tion made by Oyèrónké Oyèwùmí, in her point regarding the priority often given in 
the West to vision, the gaze. Westerners, she says, speak of knowledge as illumina-
tion, knowing as seeing, truth as light (1997: 15). “A concentration on vision as the 
primary mode of comprehending reality promotes what can be seen over that which is 
not apparent to the eye” (1997: 14). As opposed to the Western predominance of the 
gaze, Oyèwùmí points to hearing as a central sense in many African contexts.
This gives good meaning also in a broader context in northern Mozambique, 
where many important things (such as large parts of the initiation rituals) take place 
at night, under more or less pitch-dark conditions. Sometimes you may get the feeling 
that the most interesting things take/took place at night, when (in the colonial days) 
the generator producing light for the Westerners had stopped, and when missionar-
ies and colonialists had gone to bed. This was when the dancing and the drumming 
started.
Repeated ritualized enactments, body disciplinary practices and male/female power relations.
Young women in Mozambique –strictly speaking young persons not yet women– 
are created as adult and marriageable women through a series of bodily disciplining 
practices which are monitored, confirmed and expanded during the female initiation 
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rituals. Through the rest of their lives these women continue to conduct themselves 
along the lines laid out at this occasion. As an aspect of this continuation the women 
participate again and again in new enactments of female initiation rituals, with new 
amwali. The female initiation rituals are thus repeated enactments or performances 
producing adult womanhood in this particular context.
As for the power relationships in this production of gender, these are more about 
seniority – older women commanding and controlling younger ones– than about male 
dominance. Men have no place in the female initiation rituals; gender hierarchies are 
not (visibly) in place, but age hierarchies certainly are. Young women are harassed 
and castigated by older women with no possibilities of talking back. The old women 
are the owners of the ceremony. Even where, as in some places in colonial days, ritual 
intercourse was a part of the proceedings, it would always be in the hands of the 
namalaka: the namalaka would indicate a suitable male to act on her behalf.
The ‘anonymous patriarchal Other’, who in Western contexts –according to 
Bartky– pre-inscribes female bodies with inferior status, seems absent in northern 
Mozambique. This has to do with matriliny, where men gain status through women, 
rather than the other way round, but according to Oyèwùmí this absence is also found 
in non-matrilineal parts of Africa, such as in Oyèùmí’s native Yorubaland. In female 
initiation rituals in northern Mozambique the male gaze is not directly active in the 
sculpting of female bodies, at least it does not seem so. This corresponds to Oyèùmí’s 
observations that gender hierarchies should not be taken for granted, and that rela-
tions of authority more often follow seniority than gender. The difference, also pointed 
out by Oyèwùmí, is (among other things) that unlike gender hierarchies, which tend 
to be fixed and stable, hierarchies of seniority are context bound, and changing over 
time: the young woman who is today a powerless mwali, will tomorrow (or some years 
ahead) be one of the harassing old women in command. It is likely that subjection 
and subjectivity go hand in hand here also –the process of becoming a woman goes 
through subjection to older women’s power– but seen in a larger context it is also 
possible to see the rituals of female initiation as a collective female stronghold, uniting 
young and older women vis a vis male power. The fact that even during ‘prohibition 
days’ women in Northern Mozambique were very reluctant to give up on their initia-
tion rituals points in that direction.
Feminism and gendered bodies: On female initiation rituals in Northern Mozambique 81
References
ARNFRED, Signe (1988) “Women in Mozambique: Gender Struggle and Gender 
Politics”, Review of African Political Economy 41, pp. 5-16.
ARNFRED, Signe (1988b) ”Könsidentitet och könskamp i Mocambique”, 
Kvinnovetenskaplig Tidskrift 2, pp. 8-22.
ARNFRED, Signe (1990) “Notes on Gender and Modernization, Examples from 
Mozambique”, in Agnete Weiss-Bentzon (ed.), The Language of Development Studies, 
New Social Science Monographs, Cph, pp. 71-103..
ARNFRED, Signe (2007) “Sex, Food and Female Power. Discussion of Data material 
from northern Mozambique”, Sexualities 10, pp. 141-158.
BARTKY, Sandra Lee [(1988)1998] “Foucault, Femininty and the Modernization 
of Patriarchal Power”, in Rose Weitz (ed.), The Politics of Women’s Bodies, Oxford 
University Press.
BLEDSOE, Caroline (2002) Contingent Lives, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.
BUTLER, Judith (1990) Gender Trouble, London: Routledge.
BUTLER, Judith (1997) The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection, Stanford 
University Press.
COMISSÃO COORDENADORA NACIONAL DA O.M.M. (1977) Relatório da II 
Conferéncia da O.M.M., in Documentos da II Conferéncia da O.M.M. Novembro 1976, 
Maputo.
DE BEAUVOIR, Simone [(1949)1997] The Second Sex, London: Vintage Classics.
DIAS, Jorge e Margot DIAS (1970) Os Macondes de Mocambique III, Junta de 
Investigacões do Ultramar, Lisboa.
JUNOD, Henri [(1912) 1974] Usos e costumes dos bantos, Lourenço Marques: Imprensa 
Nacional de Moçambique.
MACHEL, Samora (1977) Discurso no acto de abertura da II Conferéncia da O.M.M., 
in Documentos da II Conferéncia da O.M.M. Novembro 1976, Maputo.
OYÉWÙMÍ, Oyèrónke (1997) The Invention of Women. Making an African Sense of 
Western Gender Discourses, Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press.
OYÉWÙMÍ, Oyèrónke (2000) “Family Bonds/Conceptual Binds: African Notes on 
Feminist Epistemologies”, Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 25/4, pp. 
1093-1098,
OYÉWÙMÍ, Oyèrónke (2002) “Conceptualizing Gender: The Eurocentric Foundations 
of Feminist Concepts and the Challenge of African Epistemologies”, JENdA: A 
Journal of Culture and African Women’s Studies 2,1 www.jendajournal.com.
Signe Arnfred82
POEWE, Karla (1981) Matrilineal Ideology. Male-Female Dynamics in Luapula, Zambia, 
London: Academic Press.
RUBIN, Gayle (1975) “The Traffic in Women”, in R.Reiter (ed.): Toward an 
Anthropology of Women, New York: Monthly Review Press, pp. 157- 210.
Abstract
Female initiation rituals in matrilineal northern Mozambique may be conceptual-
ized as social constructions of women, including social constructions of female bodies 
in terms of body sculpting, body discipline (certain gestures and movements) and body 
demeanor in a broader sense: ornaments, perfume etc. According to African feminists 
such as Ifi Amadiume, Oyeronke Oyewumi and Sylvia Tamale, such constructions 
should not be interpreted as female subordination to male desire, but rather in more 
ambiguous ways, including aspects of empowerment as well as subordination. Based 
on data from northern Mozambique (Nampula Province) the paper discusses issues of 
sexuality, power and gendered corporeality.
Resum
Els rituals d’iniciació femenins en el nord de Moçambic matrilineal es poden 
conceptualitzar com a construccions socials de les dones, incloent-hi construccions 
socials de cossos femenins en termes d’escultura corporal, disciplina (certs gestos 
i moviments) i comportament corporal en sentit ampli del terme: ornamentació, 
perfum, etc. Segons feministes africanes com Ifi Amadiume, Oyeronke Oyewumi i 
Sylvia Tamale, aquestes construccions no s’haurien d’interpretar com a subordinació 
femenina al desig masculí ans més aviat de forma més ambigua, incloent-hi aspectes 
tant de subordinació com d’empoderament. Aquest article, basat en materials recollits 
al nord de Moçambic (província de Nampula) tracta temes de sexualitat, poder, així 
com de la relació entre gènere i corporalitat.
